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The Church of John Coltrane

A decade after the events of Heaven, Robert Marling has finally blown it all. Numbed by loss, he ducks his creditors and retreats into the apartment that belonged to his late father. Alone with the dead man's jazz collection, Robert seems to have finally achieved nothingness. But the silence of the maze-like building is interrupted by the music from a cool, forgotten world.

The Church of John Coltrane is a mystery about art, graffiti, endings, repetition, jazz, punk, West Coast surfing and Shanghai lounge divas.


Reviews

“Ballade langoureuse [à nouveau situé dans la ville d'Auckland] qui s'interroge au passage sur les nouvelles murs musicales, le nouvel opus de Chad Taylor dégage une atmosphère assez unique. Pas de doute, le Néo-Zélandais possède un son bien à lui.” – Alexandre Fillon, Livres Hebdo

“Chad Taylor excelle à décrire l'espace urbain (Auckland), ses lieux confidentiels et arty, tenus à l'écart de la ville moderne. […] L'écriture visuelle de Taylor, ses ruelles nocturnes et ses voies sans issue, renvoyant au monde underground des films de Cassavetes. […] Errance urbaine/humaine aux faux airs de palimpseste, ce dernier né de Chad Taylor distille un goût d'inachevé, d'imperfection affirmée, qui renvoie aux heures anciennes de la contre-culture, à son charme fou.” – Emily Barnett, Les Inrockuptibles
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It was the hospital calling again. I switched off my phone. The whole casino was ringing: a metal machine chord of synthetic gongs, electric bells, coins scraping metal. On the quarter-hour the stale popcorn atmosphere was pumped with bursts of oxygen to invigorate the gamblers. The pokies were waiting in a line by the entrance as an introduction to the concept of losing money. Their computerized odds were ugly but their lights were the colour of honey and their buzz was sweet.

The gaming floor was craps and cards and the table baizes were violet and red instead of classic green and white. The labeled sections on the tables – Come, No Call, Don’t Pass – were written in Mandarin and Cantonese but few players referred to them. The box men and the sticks kept their mouths shut. Players placed bets with speed. The stale air and the noise were no distraction here: everyone knew how the game worked.

The atmosphere around the back table was tense. The croupier was staring at the floor. A player in a perfectly knotted lilac Windsor was glaring at her. The floor manager stepped in and apologised to him with a nod for whatever had happened. The lilac Windsor didn’t blink. The croupier was replaced with an older man. Play resumed in less than a moment.

The gaming floor was for show. The real action was in the back room and the real players were already scoping each other out. I loitered. Two men and then a third cashed out and I tagged along as they strolled to the dining room. They chose a side table where we could talk.

I handed out names. The guy in an Eagles T-shirt carrying his tray of cold serves caught his boot on the top step so he became Trip. I said I was Mr Marling, which was true but common enough. The guy eating frankfurters was Belgian. The guy in a dashing sharkskin suit was Dash.

‘I got a room,’ the Belgian said. ‘One of the guys here says he can deal.’

‘Is he safe?’ said Trip.

‘I’ve used him before.’

We talked about the weather. Dash sipped water from a bottle. The Belgian went up with the key. Trip went via the car park so he could smoke. I went up the backstairs.

The room was a double. The Belgian pulled the chairs around the bed so we could deal on the covers. Room service bought champagne and beer and bottled water. The Belgian tipped them the requisite hundred-dollar tip to not tell management about the game. He offered another hundred to turn off the smoke alarms but they said that was more than their jobs were worth.

The dealer turned up an hour later wearing his uniform trousers and an Icebreaker. Dash arrived last, knocking softly on the door. He had a pair of wraparound sunglasses in his pocket. As play commenced he slipped on the shades, straightening them on the bridge of his nose with his finger. The dealer broke out the chips. The players shook hands.

Trip and I started with a short stack. The Belgian folded like a good host and sat back to eye the others’ play. Trip called. Dash called. I folded. The deal was a Jack, six and five on the flop. I could have kicked myself.

Dash sipped water. Trip rubbed his temples: he had nothing. They got a nine on the turn and the boy went all in. Dash straightened his sunglasses on his nose. He called and they got another nine and I pulled a straight, queen through eight. Dash had a low pair. The boy raked in the chips.

The Belgian moved in on the third hand with three tens. He refreshed the drinks himself to make sure he drank a little less than everyone else. I doubled the stack and lost it to Trip on a bluff.

‘What’d you have?’ Trip said.

‘Nothing.’

‘Show me.’

‘You don’t ask to see,’ the dealer said.

‘What’s the harm in it?’ said Trip.

‘It’s the custom,’ the dealer said. ‘At this level.’

Trip shrugged. I wanted to squash him.

I drew kings but only called, twice, and the boy got cocky because he had one ace and went all in. The river washed up a third king, and Trip was done. He had cash in his pocket. I gave him a twenty for the taxi home. I took the Belgian out with an inside flush. Dash took another chunk out of the Belgian too. The dealer had half moons of sweat under his arms.

Dash straightened the sunglasses on his nose. He wanted to play for double. I said he was in. He drew kings and an eight. Dash had an ace and a six. Dash drew a second six on the flop and the queen and the nine and a Jack on the turn. All I needed was a nine. I went all in: everything. I got a four.

*

The players settled and left. I owed $41,000. I had a drink on the balcony and Dash had a cigarette. We watched the lights burning in the other rooms.

‘You alright for this?’ Dash said.

I said I was.

We exchanged numbers. I walked out of the lobby in a hotel robe. Reception didn’t stop me. They could tell I’d paid for it.

I stood on Albert Street and tried to stop my hands shaking. It wasn’t the first time I’d been cleaned out. I crashed at the Paradise Club in 1993. I’d blamed 2000 on the dot coms but Jennifer left for good and took Sean with her – straight to London.

I switched on the phone. I called the hospital back. The person on duty said Lewis was dead. Lewis was gone.
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The railway was coming through town but nobody knew when. The project had been on the cards for decades. The new line was set to run between the old station on Anzac Avenue and a new station on Customs Street. The line was nearly finished but the foundations for the new station hadn’t been struck. The stopped rails stuck out over Customs Street like an electrical plug reaching for a socket.

The delay was caused by the leaseholders waiting for the city to buy them out of their offices and warehouses. The city’s offer was below the market rate. The owners were holding out for prices they would never get. The city threatened changing the district planning to force a sale. The tenants’ lawyers had threatened to sue. The stand-off had lasted years. Until it was resolved, the district was in limbo.

The General Building was halfway along Customs Street. Everyone called it the General Building because of the vertical General Insurance sign bolted to the east corner. Air conditioning units barnacled the lower windows. The pavement was soaked from the fire hoses. The smell of melted metal and plastic was still strong. The steps of the front door were scorched and one of the Victorian arches had been blackened by smoke but up close there was no obvious structural damage. The ground floor windows were grey with smoke but intact. The fire escape looked like a barbecue grill. A paisley tie was lying in the gutter.

The strip club across the road featured life-size mannequins of the Blues Brothers, Vegas Elvis, Marilyn, Calamity Jane. The Sakura Yobata-Yaki Casino Girls Massage Bar neon was switched off. Two staff in their aprons were sitting at the bus stop in front of the bar, smoking.

The other businesses were shuttered up. The windows were pasted over with Closing Down notices and the notices had been covered with graffiti. The first wave arrived in a rush. Experienced taggers would reserve an expanse of white with an insectoid logo. Beginners made clumsy grabs for the largest space possible, scribbling giant letters and crooked lines. The second layer was less inventive, often nothing more the same tag practiced over and again until its expressive line became smooth and consistent. Then the gaps between the first and second marks were filled with other signatures and blocks of colour. The original letters swelled, reclaiming their original status. Finally when all of the original surface had been covered the walls fell dark.

The last marks to be made were stenciled motifs that flickered in the corners of bigger messages like wry asides. They had been painted in white, and gleamed in the cool light of dawn. The graffiti had been spray-painted with stencil outlines: a red skeleton of a moa; a palm tree; a swastika.

A man wearing a hard hat and an orange safety waistcoat over his suit stepped out of the General Building.

‘Interesting, isn’t it? The swastika is a Sanskrit sign, originally,  It’s one of the oldest religious symbols in the world. It appeared on Coca-Cola bottles before the Nazis appropriated it. It was like a crucifix or an ankh. A Californian company used it in their surfboards as well. My brothers surf. They had books. That’s where I first became interested in symbols. Maybe instead of hate, someone has used this as a symbol of life.’

‘I think it was probably just skinheads.’

‘Probably. But over time, the symbols acquire different associations. This evolution of agreed meaning – that’s the beginning of language. Lawrence Ngo.’

He offered his card. Lawrence Ngo. Insurance Assessor. I stared at it for a long time.

‘Can you read it?’ Lawrence said.

‘Yes.’

‘I never assume that English is a person’s first language.’

‘Well, it is for me.’

He was looking me up and down. I was aware of how I appeared to him: unshaven, hollow eyed, captivated by the sight of a burned out building.

‘It looks worse than it is,’ he said. ‘The damage is minor. There were propellants in the basement – paint and thinners and canvas. But the fire service responded quickly. The foundations are sound. It’s a historical building now.’

‘My father used to live here.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Robert Marling.’

‘Lewis Marling was your father? I’d like to speak to him.’

‘He’s dead. You couldn’t lend me a key, could you?’

‘You’ll have to speak to the landlord.’

‘I helped him move in. I carried all his stuff up all those stairs. He was frail. He had to take the elevator.’

‘Quite a place for someone of that age.’

‘He liked to be different.’

Lawrence shook my hand.

I stood outside the building.

A white van pulled over by the strip club and a council painter got out. He was wearing splattered overalls and a Greek fisherman’s cap. He opened the back door of the van and took out a roller brush on a long extension handle and a bucket loaded with paint. He dipped the roller in the paint and lifted it across the pavement and laid it against the wall and began rolling it over the graffiti. He made fast progress, blanking everything out.

Lewis saw Coltrane play in Paris. At a music hall, in ‘65.

‘A real sitdown thing. He was doing My Favourite Things. He hadn’t gone way out at that point but he’d started. My Favourite Things was the breakthrough. Other people – critics, you know – they like to say Giant Steps but that never did it for me. Even Favourite Things, now – I thought that was good at the time but for me it was really Impressions, the Alice Coltrane stuff, that was what I loved. When he broke away. He went so far out he almost had no place to go.

‘Man, I was ecstatic. I was blown away. 1965. You were just a kid back then. I had no idea. Honest to God. If your mother had told me I would have stayed around. It was the times, man. So conservative. The way people thought: you couldn’t have a family and move around and be fulfilled. That was just a no-no. People were very narrow-minded.

‘They said John couldn’t play in tune. Can you believe that? They said he was playing crazy. Middle chords and off notes. And they thought that was an accident, that he was out of control. Mr Marling Thiele put him in the studio with Duke Ellington, playing standards, just to prove the guy could play. Put out a whole damn album. The first track’s nice. ‘In a Sentimental Mood.’ You know that one? Da-de da-de da-da-da-da. You know it? Da-de da-de da-da-da-da.

‘That was a pretty little thing. The rest’s okay. The point is, that album helped John. But it was conservative stuff. It shows up the rest of his life – man, the things he did. Paris. Coltrane. Playing with his breath. Do you know what that means? The first thing you do in life is take a breath. You are still born. You are not breathing. When you come alive, you breathe in and take it. And at the end of your life, you give it back. So when a player gets up on stage and blows, that man’s giving you his breath. Is there anything more profound?’

The council painter whistled cheerfully as he swept his roller up and down. When he was finished the facades were all white again. By midnight the fresh tagging would reappear: black, purple, green – and the next night he would return and start the job all over again.
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Jennifer Skyped late because of the time difference in London.

‘Mr Marling?’ She called him Mr Marling when she was feeling affectionate. He hadn’t heard her say it in a while. ‘I got your message. I’m so sorry. I know you and Lewis had your difficulties, but it’s still. It’s so sad. It’s very sad. He was ill for such a long time. Were you with him?’

‘He was in hospital. They’d moved him out because of the fire.’

‘There was a fire?’

‘In his building – not on his floor. He had smoke inhalation so they moved him to the hospital and then he passed away. Overnight. They said it was his time.’

‘Are you alright?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Robert. I can’t remember when we last spoke.’

‘Sean’s birthday.’

‘I left a message for him but he hasn’t called back. I leave messages for him all over the world.’

‘I’ll call him.’

‘I can fly him back.’

‘There’s no need.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘And so how is – everything?’ Jennifer said.

‘Everything’s fine.’

‘Is it, though?’

‘What can I say?’

The digital connection fell silent. In the analogue days the lines crackled in the awkward spaces. Now when we ran out of words there was nothing.

Sean had three emails and a cell and Myspace and Facebook and Skype, MSN Chat and a work number. Sean was twenty years old. It was summer in Ibiza.

‘There are oil slicks. They’re trying to clean them up.’

‘Have you spoken to your mother? Did she tell you about Lewis?’

‘Yeah.’

‘It was very peaceful in the end. It was what he wanted. He was with lots of people. I saw him the day before. He was sleeping. He wasn’t saying anything. He was in a very deep sleep and then he just slipped away.’

‘Mum said he was pretty crazy.’

‘Lewis was always a little distressed. But you remember he could be kind of fun. He loved you very much. I know it sounds facile at times like this but you know that’s what it was really like.’

‘Okay.’

‘What are you going to do after summer? Are you going to go back to London?’

‘I think I’ll stay here.’

‘You can come out here if you want.’

‘It’s still cheap here. The weather’s still pretty good.’

‘How are the DJs?’

‘They’ve all gone back to Blighty. There’s jazz here.’

‘Really?’

I felt my chest tighten. I could see where he was in my mind: the posters on the concrete walls. The air thick with smoke. The sounds of different music drifting from doorways in the warm air and a new, thin moon hovering halfway up the sky, its craters toasted orange by the atmosphere’s curve.
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The funeral parlor was by the Suzuki showroom. A few mourners were waiting outside. Shoppers were strolling between the quad bikes.

A man named Jack introduced himself at the door. He said he was a friend of Lewis’s but I didn’t recognise him. The mourners smiled at me.

There was some disagreement in the speeches. It wasn’t clear whether Lewis had ridden a Harley or a Triumph when he lived in London. Someone remembered Ava more fondly than I ever heard Lewis speak about her.

I stared at the floor while Jack talked about Lewis’s career. Now he was gone, it was difficult to point out any one thing that he had achieved. He survived off freelance. He had been cool, everyone agreed about that. He had been fun and difficult and high and social. He was obsessed with jazz as a deconstruction and found a sympathetic audience in the post-modernists. He decamped to Paris, like all good writers, to finish his book. What happened to that, Jack didn’t say.

Jack said afterwards that it was a shame I didn’t speak at my father’s funeral. I said yes: yes, it was.

The day outside was cold and clear. Winter was approaching but the sun was out. The tall windows at the back of the chapel didn’t open, and there were curtains drawn along the back and side walls to grant some privacy from the traffic rushing by. There was tea afterwards, and beer, and sandwiches cut into triangles.

*

I stopped by work to check my messages. The office was a villa on the slope between Khyber Pass and Newton. Hamish Droste had bought it off a widow when the walls were scrim. I remembered the alarm code. The work stations were silent.

My email appointments were laid out like pills in a dispenser tray. I tried to reset them and had to enter another code and was trying to compose the message when I realised I couldn’t be bothered. I logged off and wrote a note and then thought that wouldn’t do and logged on again and stared at the same messages and logged off again. I called whichever intern was doubling as a PA now, who was asleep, and left a message saying I would be unavailable. After I hung up I stopped and wondered if that was what I’d really said. It was impossible to check.

Hamish’s drawings for the Muriwai project were spread across his desk, surrounded by objects carefully selected to give the impression of irony. Bicycle clips. A plastic tiki. A pressed fern leaf and an Opo postcard. All carefully balanced and arranged like a Cornell box: Objects From A Quirky Island. I picked up the postcard and spun Opo across the room.

Hamish’s father was an architect. His work was studied by academics. When Hamish set up shop the contracts were waiting for him. Hamish had interned for me back in the day, and it was Hamish who had proposed the partnership. I would like someone watching my back, he had said: someone with experience. The power shifted before the ink dried on the deal. At best, I was his back stop; in my darker moments I realised that all he’d really done was take an older competitor off the market.

He kept a bottle of whiskey in his desk for special occasions. I sat rocking back on the legs of a designer chair until I was drunk enough to go home. I stood outside waiting for the taxi, and then I thought I would sit down.

The taxi driver shook me awake. It was raining very lightly and the water was trickling down the bricks. My jaw was cramped, the bundle of nerves below the ear tingling with compressed feeling. I am very stressed from a bereavement, I told the driver. He knew where I lived.

When I got home there was a box on the doorstep. I turned on the porch light. The crate contained grape juice. Twelve cartons: no preservatives, no delivery address.

I fell asleep and woke up in the light of the open door and the tapering hiss of the morning traffic.

*

Lewis’s legal documents were with his lawyer, Doug Day. I was impressed that Lewis had any legal documents, let alone representation. I shaved extra close.

Moody’s chambers were in Newmarket. Doug’s BMW was parked out back next to a white Toyota removals van. Reception was decorated with porcelain dragons and a potted fern.

Doug Day was kneeling on the grey carpet in his stockinged feet. He had rolled up his shirt sleeves and thrown his tie over his shoulder so that it wouldn’t catch the wet paint brush in his hand. Before his knees lay a long rice paper scroll.

The scroll was inked with kanji. I watched as he painted each letter in precise swoops. The brush strokes were confident. He blocked out a square and then marked two strokes inside it so they appeared to flutter downwards, as thick and as light as feathers. He held the wet ink brush above the structure for a moment, and then withdrew, rocking back on his toes. He rested the brush on a pestle where it could drip into a shallow impression in the stone. He had finished what he was writing now and the brush was dry. Doug leaned back on his heels, his back upright, and closed his eyes, and inhaled slowly.

I waited.

Doug exhaled gently. And inhaled.

I scanned the degrees on the walls. Doug read law at Victoria and Auckland. He was married with three beaming children framed in silver. The filing cabinets were Dymo labeled.

My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of tearing. Doug had taken the inked scroll and was carefully ripping it in half along its length. He held the halves together and then tore them into quarters, and the quarters into eighths. He set the fragments next to the ink stone. He stood up.

‘Finished.’

‘No good, huh?’

‘The point is to let go.’ He fluttered his hands in the air. ‘Estate litigation is a stressful occupation. It caused me to have a heart attack a few years back. My surgeon recommended an alternative recreation to calm my nerves. So now I practice calligraphy.’

‘And that works?’

‘That, and the anti-cholesterol medication. It pays to cover all the bases.’

He put on his shoes. The receptionist brought in tea. As she left she collected the torn pieces of paper. The door closed noiselessly behind her.

I listened patiently as Doug went through Lewis's accounts: the bills, the various contracts.

‘It’s pretty much a break-even situation. Your father wasn’t earning much when he died, but he wasn’t spending much, either. There was enough to cover the funeral arrangements but that’s pretty much it.’

‘So there’s nothing left?’

‘Were you expecting something?’

‘I wasn’t expecting nothing.’

‘I’m sorry to be the one to tell you. He’d asked me to act for him in the matter of a publishing contract, but in the end it fell through. I have a copy.’

I squinted at the document. ‘This is in French.’

‘That’s France for you.’

‘“The Church of John Coltrane.” Is that the title of the book?’

‘The publishers gave him an advance on a proposal. Lewis came back to New Zealand to finish it. It seems that things went off track.’

‘That sounds about right.’

‘I’m going to hand over power of attorney to you. I’ve prepared the forms.’ He hesitated as I pulled the documents across the desk and began initialing each page. ‘Normally I’d advise you to consult a lawyer.’

My handwriting looked loopy on the page. My fingers felt fat and it was difficult to get it right. I felt like I did a better job on the duplicates though, and fell back in the chair.

‘The lease is still running on your father’s apartment,’ Doug said. ‘You have his key?’

‘I guess the undertakers have it.’

‘But you have a spare, obviously.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Lewis had the only key?’

‘He was very private.’

‘The landlord’s name is Paula Shell.’ He wrote down the address. ‘So how are you feeling?’

‘Oh, you know. Fine. I don’t know. It takes it out of you. All this legal stuff.’

‘You’re telling the wrong man.’

‘I don’t mean to be rude, Doug.’

‘Hey.’ He put his hand over his heart. ‘At least you have your health.’
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Paula Shell’s address was a few blocks back from the General Building. I was expecting a real estate office but when I got there I was surprised to see that it was an art gallery. It was converted from an old shop space. The frontage had been shaved back half a metre and replaced with a long frosted window that ran the height of both floors. It was good and expensive work, I thought. I rang the bell and spent my time trying to guess the architect’s name. A poster taped to the glass said Xi Xi. A green spray paint tag across the lower right corner said Phob1a.

Paula answered the door. She was wearing boots high enough to fight pirates in and coconut shell bangles stacked in a pile up each arm. She pushed back her fringe to look at me properly.

‘You’ve been tagged,’ I said.

‘Have I? Damn.’ She bent down to scratch the Phob1a tag with her pink metal door key. ‘Touch dry. I’ll call my man.’ She stood up and blew the specks of green off the key.

‘I’m looking for Lewis Marling’s landlord.’

‘That’s me.’

‘Paula? I think we spoke on the phone once. Lewis was my father.’

‘Mr Marling? I heard the news. It’s such a shame’

‘I’ll be moving his things out. I was wondering if I could get a key to his apartment.’

‘Don’t you have one?’

‘Lewis was very private.’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Come upstairs.’

*

The emptiness of the gallery highlighted the beauty of the space. The ceiling was ornately plastered and the water-stained floorboards had been polished to a glassy sheen. It would have been fun to roller skate around it or set a bathtub in the middle. There had actually been a bathtub in one of her early group shows, Paula explained: just brimming with laboratory aspic.

‘We’re doing a quick refit before the next show, the Xi Xi retrospective.’ She pronounced it Shao Shao. ‘This is all going to be white.’

‘What was it before?’

‘White.’ She showed me the paint chart. ‘The old white was Vista – the new one’s going to be Linen. Which do you prefer?’ She held the chart against the prepared section of the wall.

‘I can’t really tell.’

‘You can’t really see the difference without the lights. The tungsten is too blue with the Vista, especially for works on paper. Linen is more neutral.’

Crates stood on the upstairs floor under a spotted painter’s sheet. They were shoulder-high with carrying handles screwed into the sides and stenciled with arrows and warnings.

‘These arrived yesterday from Shanghai,’ Paula said. ‘They have to acclimatize for at least 48 hours before they’re opened. I’ve booked the docents to come in on Monday but I might take a peek later myself. It’s like Christmas. Or it can be, when everything goes well. I had a friend was bringing something over from an American gallery and the courier in Auckland went in for a coffee – the plane’s door had jammed on landing – and when they came out of the terminal it had started raining and there was the crate standing out on the runway with paint running out of the bottom. Red paint streaming everywhere. Their insurer got very ugly about it.’

Her office looked over the alley. The desk was cluttered with catalogs and postcards. There was a poster of a black cube balanced on its corner and a snapshot of a pale horizon that had been taken from an airplane window. There were more art magazines piled up on the designer leather sofa under the window and pieces of art lying around, or at least what he took to be art: a broken vase; some fax papers in a frame. A brand new espresso machine was sitting wrapped in the corner of the room.

The rent agreement allowed one week’s notice.

‘There was so much speculation in the area at the time, with the railway station being built,’ Paula said. ‘We thought we were going to be selling again at a moment’s notice. Betrand and I invested in the General Building for a commercial return, but now the city’s given it a historical classification we can’t really do anything. It’s all quite a tussle. Speaking of paperwork, I’ll give you a copy of the lease. Just sort it out when you’re ready – there’s no rush.’

She made a copy of the rent agreement on an ugly combination printer-scanner. The machine was as complicated as everything else in the room. She banged at the console of multi-coloured buttons and replied loudly to the alert sounds that signalled what it wasn’t letting her do. When she handed me the copy it was still warm. The room key was on a keyring of dozens.

‘I only have the one for his room.’

‘I can get one cut.’

She handed it to me.

‘We let out most of the rooms as studio space to art students and artists. The arrangement is that I visit them every few months and select a piece for my collection. We have an annual group show at the gallery. If a piece sells, the artist gets fifty per cent. If not, I keep the piece for our collection and trust that my instincts prove right sometime in the future.’

‘How many pieces are in the collection now?’

‘I would describe it as burgeoning.’

‘Is this one of the pieces?’ I pointed to the vase. It had been smashed into tiny pieces and then glued back together.

‘Yes. ‘The Rebirth of Empire.’ So many hours and one doesn’t even think of it, which of course is the whole point. It’s painstaking.’

‘What about this?’ I squinted at the crazy collage in a frame. A typed letter had been faxed, corrected by hand and faxed again, over and over. ‘Is this a fax?’

‘It’s one of Betrand and my first cut-ups. I would send him notes on my father’s machine: ideas for the gallery, my first exhibition and he would write over my notes and fax them back. This is our first palimpsest: a meeting of ideas.’

‘It’s faded.’

‘I know. The fax is on thermal paper. It’s not archival.’ She frowned. ‘It was never intended to last.’
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On the way back I became lost in thought and ended up walking past the General Building before I realised my mistake and doubled back.

The entrance was on the corner, up three steps to a revolving door framed by a double set of columns. As I stepped into the door it spun on its gears and insulated me for a moment in the curved segment of glass. Then the rotation completed itself and I stepped out.

The foyer smelled faintly of charred wood and wet carpet. Lewis’s room was on the fifth floor. The elevator cage was padlocked. My footsteps echoed up the lightwell. When I turned down the corridor the walls swallowed all sound. The building had been designed to reduce the spill of typewriters and ringing telephones but now the spaces were empty the silence had swelled to fill every corner.

I walked along the corridor. The doors were identical, with a numbered mail slot and a marbled window and a hinged pane above the frame. I stopped at one and pressed my ear against it but all I heard was the pulse in my head. I lifted the brass flap of the mail slot and peered inside. There was no sign of other tenants. The place looked as if it had been unoccupied since last century. It was the sort of cool, dark spot Lewis would have liked: far away from everything. The dappled shadows were like ripples in a pool.

The lock on Lewis
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